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The originality of Schubring’s short book lies in the detailed analysis of some archival
documents concerning what is called a “crisis” in the École Polytechnique around 1810.
While historians have in general payed a lot of attention to the École Polytechnique since
Ambroise Fourcy’s early history, this episode is not too well known. Transcribed at the
end of the book, the documents roughly occupy 10% of its length. In many ways, Schubring’s
chosen historical method of presentation extends the one adopted thirty years ago by Janis
Langins, « à propos d’une lettre inédite de Laplace », in the Revue d’histoire des sciences.
Indeed Laplace’s name is important in the present case, as the discussion concerns the
process by which the École polytechnique was to become the “École de Laplace” rather than
the “École de Monge”. While this change had previously been located in the final years of the
Bourbon Restoration—when a rival school, the École centrale, was created—the idea is now
to locate the change at an earlier date, at the end of the First Empire. Moreover, the under-
standing of the scientific import of this move is here greatly modified. To quote Schubring,
the “new” school had no longer any “foundational function” (foundation being taken here
in an epistemic way), to assume instead a “model function” that emphasised the preparation
of engineers. This new function was grounded on what Schubring calls the « synthetic
method », by which he means the methods of mathematical physics of the late eighteenth
century. Such a definition explains the French title, the return of what was repressed, the
repressed being applications of mathematics (as opposed to pure mathematics). In the his-
toriography of mathematics however, the “synthetic method” usually refers to a kind of
geometry that is antithetical to analytical geometry. To compound the confusion, this sec-
ond “synthetic method” is generally attributed to Monge’s descriptive geometry. Since the
book under review does not enter into mathematical technicalities (some of which Schubring
explained in another book) a better choice of terms would help the reader.
The present book aims to show the way the methodological shift from the “École de
Monge” to the “École de Laplace” was managed, using contemporary reactions both at
564 Book Reviews /Historia Mathematica 38 (2011) 561–564the École de Metz and at the Conseil de perfectionnement of the École polytechnique. The
sources fit well the purpose of the book. The École de Metz was an “école d’application”
where some students pursued studies upon graduation from the École polytechnique.
The Conseil de perfectionnement was an official board where representatives of engineers
(including military engineers) discussed the quality of the preparation provided by the
École polytechnique by taking into account results achieved in the école d’application.
The Conseil de perfectionnement has always been a privileged place for historians to study
science policy, education, republicanism and meritocracy, or centralization. Once the
interesting purpose of the book has been explained, I find it difficult to provide a positive
appreciation of the publisher. The computer wrongly recognized many characters
(“connaatre” in place of an accent on the i, by instance); accents are often wrong (collége
for collége), so that one is not able to ascertain if mistakes (some grammatical mistakes are
serious ones) are in the manuscript or due to the printer. In the very title of the book there is
a mistake, réfoulé for refoulé, which makes the pun rather strange.Jean Dhombres
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